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Samuel Taylor Coleridge and the Question of Opium
Bobby Mehl'03
It is well established that biography is a literary form
of creation - built, like the novel. by the storyteller and its
characters. The interpretation of another 's existence is a
touchy and dangerous endeavor, yet at the same time can
account for a beautiful revelation of the human condition:
''T~s is the peculiar music of biography. Haunting and
uruquely life-like for a moment, but always incomplete and
unsatisfactory and sending out many echoes into the future" (Holmes vol. 2, 561). The biographer's finished product is as subject to scrutiny as is the individual thev studied,
and this allows for an array of readings for any one. life. The
validity of any character analysis. then, is left to the opinion
of the reader. ·
Samuel Taylor Coleridge is the subject of a great
many biographical pieces, a tribute, if nothing else, to
the magnetic nature of examining the life that he lived.
It is not necessarily the fascinating story of his life that
so intrigues these authors, but the daunting challenge
he offers as a subject for analysis. The questions he
creates, the mysticism he connotes, and the tragic nature of his time on earth are the bait tl1at have lured so
~any willing contestants. His story continues to grow,
his legend metastasizing because "it is his life, and his
self-abandonment of his poetic ambitions, that continue
to convince us that we ought to find in him parables of
th~ . failure of genius" (Bloom 2). Ths concept is the
string that holds together the bundle of interpretative
opinions of Samuel Taylor Coleridge; the undeniable
feeling that, despite his accomplishments, he fell far short
of the level of historical literary greatness to which he
seemed destined. The extent to whicl1 this belief is held
has in itself created an unmistakable icon out of
Coleridge, a consummate could-have-been who offered
us a mere taste of the fantastic world inside his tortured
psyche.
The hinges <3f Coleridge biography rest within
the search for an explanation- the investigation into the
causes ofhis life's disintegration. The greatest realm of
debate on his life, however, is that of the role that opium
played in his endeavors. Coleridge's well-publicized
battles with opium addiction lasted nearly his entire
life, and he was never able to overcome this vice. The
problem for the biographer, then, lies in the detem1ination of tl1e extent to which opium dominated his career,
his relationships, and his health. Was the opium a mere
side effect of another flaw, a nuisarice that was another
in a long line oflife's struggles that Coleridge could not
overcome? Or was it a crippling disability, the insurmountable obstade that led to the demise of everything
that he cared about? To embark on an understanding of
·Coleridge, there is no choice but to establish which of

these more closely represents reality. That opium use is
a prevailing theme is not the question, but rather if it
was the prevailing theme, the crux of a story of hope that
could never quite escape the grips of an ever-lurking
despair.
·
As the prime focus of my analysis, I will examine Richard Holmes' two-volume biography. To Holmes,
biography is "an art of human understanding, and a
celebration of human nature" (25). His observations on
Coleridge's life are, in my opinion, the most well rounded
and objective (of what I have read). Specifically, it seems
that Holmes directly quotes Coleridge's Notebooks and
Letters considerably more than other biographers, in effect giving his character a greater control over his own
voice. He draws his opinions, then, from interpretatlons of Coleridge's speech, daintily toeing the line of
psychological analysis and sheer reporting of fact, either_of which would fail on their own. By closely followmg the entire life of Samuel, he gently coaxes themes
that attempt to characterize and categorize the madness
that was Coleridge's being. In so doing, he reveals the
tragic man as having a starkly split world- one of hope
and despair, creation and destruction, simultaneously
embracing and loathing his surrounding world.
Holmes' character becomes an intricate study of human
psychology, a genius with a tremendous fissure separating his lifelong disappointments from the successes
of love, life, and literature tl1at haunted him with their
painful proximity. Ths fissure, as portrayed by Holmes,
is Coleridge's insurmountable opium addiction.
Holmes' Coleridge is a captivating dichotomy,
a man who fu1ds himself straddling the pressures of
two worlds, tl1e cleavage of which is opium. While under the influence of the drug, Coleridge's mind became a
delirious whirlwind, be it in the form of his constant,
vivid nightmares, or in his imagination run wild into
the haunting battlefield where hope struggles endlessly
against dejection and regret. His life, while without
opium, was a perpetual string of disappointments and
perceived failures, and he was unable to separate himself from the massive guilt of his secret addiction. The
sober Coleridge vowed to re-appropriate the reins of his
lit:r~y ~areer, to establish the greatness he knew lay
WithiJ.1 him, and to make right the relationship with his
family and friends- this, he knew, would save his health.
These thoughts, however, were self-deceptions predicated on breaking his addiction, and this was a power
Coleridge ultimately knew he did not have. After suecumbing to the next dose of his shameful vice, Coleridge
was once again left with the ' tatters' of his life, hopeless
and lonely, doomed to repeat the cycle. As Holmes surmises, "His addic tion can also be considered an
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emotional state which throws light on his extraordinary imaginative' dependency' on certain dose, human
relationships ... Love and Opium are sometimes interchangeable substances in Coleridge's mind and body"
(vol. 2, 12). The opium use, then, is a reflection of
Coleridge's need to be loved, to be accepted and embraced. And, like the opium, the patterns of love in his
life would eventually become destructive in nature. Love
and opium would live symbiotically in Coleridge's
spirit, each trying to fill the void left by the other. Such
was the manner that opium use drained the life of
Samuel Taylor Coleridge: an endless rash of paradoxical effects that twisted him into desolation. In her account of Coleridge's life, Rosemary Ashton describes
" .. .his bodily languor and low spirits and his anxiety
about his sinfulness, particularly as it related to opium,
'a poison destructive of life' which has 'become necessary to life'" (376).
This is Coleridge's understanding of the seemingly inescapable trap of his use -quitting was simply
physically impossible, but the necessity of its use created the same result. She says, "Coleridge wrote astutely of his terrible incapacity to do what he saw dearly
enough to .be the right thing. He was referring to the
'complete derangement' of his volition caused by 'the
accursed poison'" (Ashton 157). More ironically, even
the complete awareness of his emotional distress and
its causes were of no use, because he was helplessly
wrapped into this pattem. He was complete!y reliant
on that which was destroyn1g him, and for a man of
Coleridge's intellect, this proved too much. He found
himself trapped in this terrible paradox of needing to
torture himself. This mentality is beautifully captured
by
. Thomas
DeQuincy
in
his
Confessions ofan English Opium Eater: "A slave he was
to this potent drug ... his detested and yet despotic master ... he frets his very heart-strli1gs against the rivets of
his chain" -(13). This potent metaphor portrays
Coleridge's ultimate dooming characteristic; his heart
needs the chain of bondage to play its tune. As Holmes
described, love and opium truly do become interchangeable for Coleridge.
The weight of this hlestyle in turn caused
Coleridge to develop the need to shirk from reality. This
would become a driving force in his life, the temptation
to End a new home, to End any home, to End the answer
to his struggles; "such wild 'wanderu1gs' were were to
become a physical resort, almost as powerful as the li1ner one of opium" (Holmes 292). His repeated travels
were searches for freedom, for the chance to 'start over'
and accomplish what he knew he was capable of, but he
would never be able to shake his demons: "As the summer slipped away, withoutfurtheriournalism or poetry,
and ever-severer symptoms of opium addiction,
Coleridge's emigration schemes rose up again like familiar ghosts" (Holmes 352). It was his distancing from
his own life, the classic concept of his 'self-abandon-

ment,' that directly caused each important facet of his
life to fall apart. In doing so, the primary emotion experienced by Coleridge, and the one that continued to drive
him further away from his friends and family, was guilt.
Holmes portrays a Coleridge for whom "Guilt for his
many failings- opium, Asra, his unhappy marriage, his
abandoned children- had put him in a condition of perpetual flight from inner realities. He was destroying
himself, destroying his capacity for work, destroying
the love of all those around him" (vol. 2, 351). Guilt
represents another key cog in the ever-runnn1g machinery of opium and despair. It is what drives him away,
and conversely it drives others away from him. The
destitution that makes him unable to bear his family
and friends leads him to alienate them even further. As
he remains wrought in the cycle of self-loathing and
self-pity, he loses regard for friendships and 'normal'
living altogether. The catalyst for this continually lost
touch with reality is, of course, the opium. In describn1g
the account of a dispute between Coleridge and female
friends of his, Holmes relates that" ... Coleridge was in a
fury of opium and making outrageous demands. Months
later, in one of an agonized series of confessions about
his opium addiction, he spoke of his 'excess of cruelty to
Mary and Charlotte ... a vision of Hell to me when I think
ofit!ll/ (vol 2, 350). His life became increasingly erratic,
and it seems that Coleridge was able to justify his irresponsible behavior with himself on account of his ongoing woe. His self-pity grew n1 proportion to his distortion of reality, and he maintained a pattem of inactivity
with regard to his personal relations. Rather than seek
to resolve the problems of his life, he routinely sought to
relieve them instead. Coleridge was certainly guilty of
succumbing to despair in most cases, and this further
contributed to the breakdown of his hle;" 'I have sunk
under such a strange cowardice of Pali1, that I have not
mlfrequently kept lettters from persons dear to me for
weeks together unopened' ... this was perhaps the most
damaging of all the symptom's of Coleridge's opium
addiction, leading to endless busn1ess confusions, personal affronts and family chaos for over a decade"
(Holmes vol. 2, 98). His downtrodden outlook on his
life -both past and future - was causing him to disrespect, and basically ignore, many of his good friends
who intended to help him. Coleridge's refusal to ac- .
tively maintain and communicate with his comrades,
wife, landlord, etc., was a result of the personal embarrassment tl1athad become a staple ofhis mentality. He
vowed to pull himself out of opium's grasp, to produce
literary work, and to support his family; but these convictions, almost without fail, were revealed as fluttering
glimmers of hope, only to be drowned in his endless sea
of despondency (like so much else).
If there was one aspect of his hle that repeatedly
surfaced as a potential spur for reform, it was his work.
He was constantly 'working' on a proiect, dreaming of

one, or telling himself he was going to endeavor into
one. Yet Coleridge was notorious for leaving works
m1£inished; it came to be yet another symbol of his hle,
an all too easy comparison to make, and one of which he
was painfully aware. His inability to complete a project
joined the list of nicely packaged symbols and icons of
Coleridge's being. The pa.inofhis failures was frequently
compounded, it seems, by the truly poetic nature that
they embodied. That his life ultimately disin~egrated
into almost cliched notions of unrealized, unfinished
potential was likely an agonizing experience for a man
with such astounding analytical skills. The knowledge
that he was much deeper intellectually than his life's
work showed added to his grief. At its root, the negative
force behll1d his inability to produce was opium: "It is
significant. .. that though he thought much about poetry, he did not actually write it. Opium was no fuel for
tl1e constructive imagination, but a barrier against pan1
andanxiety, and a febrile encouragement to his long
night-speculations and dreams of literary glory"
(Holmes 297). And so his work, his career, his livelihood- his identity as a writer- were consistently compromised by his opium addiction.
So it is seen that the Holmesian Coleridge was a
withering soul, not n1 terms of his creative abilities or
analytical thinking skills, but in those of the state to
whicl1 he was reduced as a direct result of his opium
use. The twofold person that the malady created was a
futile pair, an interwoven set of twins, each of which
refused to lessen its control of the other. Coleridge tl1e
eloquent speaker, tl1e brilliant mind, and vault of creative energy, was forced to tend to the neurotic, fanatic,
guilt-ridden form of his laudanum-dropping counterpart. The vault, seemingly limitless, seems to have gone
largely untapped. But it was not merely his work that
suffered; his Wife, his children, and his ensemble of wellwishing friends all were themselves affected by
Coleridge's n1ability to rise from the murky depths of
addiction. Perhaps opium itself was an untamable beast;
or maybe Coleridge, for whatever subconsdous reasons,
refused to overcome his afflictions, Ending it easier to
wallow in self-pity and public scom tl1an to swallow
his self-doubt and past failures. Whatever the case,
Holmes provides a wealth of evidence, much of it from
the words of Coleridge himself, to the end that the opium
factor was the single greatest debilitating element of his
lifetime, and served as the ultimate impediment to the
proverbial"whatmay have been .."
Holmes' Coleridge, tl1ough thoroughly developed and convincingly summated, represents but one
end of a spectrum; at the other, the issue of opium receives an alternate interpretation. Far from giving it
credit for the unrealized potential of Coleridge, this perception of opium casts it in a much duller light. The
Coleridge of this mentality was, it seems, doomed from
the outset. For rather than see his talents fall dormant at

the hands of the monster of addiction, this outlook sees
the addiction as merely another proof of the poet's innate neurosis, his naturaln1elination to falter beneath
the emotional pressures of his own tortured, brilliant
mind. This interpretation of Coleridge finds him less a
victim of chance and gloom, and more one of self-loathli1g and mental frailty - not in tl1e sense of weakness,
but of fragility. For no biographer questions the essential backbone of a Coleridgean thesis - artistic genius
obstructed by a gray cloud of personal conflicts- but
rather the manner, process, and causes for the unrealized promise. The role of opium is widely debated -as
such, it acts as a prism for any line of Coleridge study.
This is to say that the question of opium produces a
spectrum of viable conclusions, and that no matter what
a biographer may portray, the role of opium is an elemental factor in the breakdown of Coleridge's life and
works.
Even those who view Coleridge's opium addiction as a mere offshoot of his more severe problems must
still address and categorize its effect. To omit an analysis, or at the very least an attentive description of the
problem, is to enact a substandard and incomplete understanding of Coleridge's life. One biographer,
Elisabeth Schneider, represents a strongly conflicting
view from Holmes. Interestingly, this opinion is presented in her book, Coleridge, Opium, and Kubla Kahn.
Her ass·e ssment embraces the nature of opium itself as it
seeks to debunk the importance with which it is often
credited in Coleridge's life: "Accounts of nineteenthcentury literature have been spruilled here and there
with a good many delusory statements about the influence of opium upon creative imagination and the life of
genius" (Schneider 27). Her contention is that the allure
of embracing the opium addiction leads to an embellished accotmt of its importance. Her Coleridge, as with
that of otl1er biographers doubtful of its effect, is one
who is far-removed from his "publicly perceived" persona. The n1correct belief, in their opinion, is that opium
at first cultivated and enhanced, but then destroyed his
artistic abilities. They attempt to display the follies of
such tllinking, in part through examination of opium
itself, and in part through that of the pre-existli1g, selfdestructive nature of Coleridge.
Accordll1g to Geoffrey Yarlott, "A good deal of
nonsense has been talked about Coleridge's addiction
to opium," and that it was "the direct result of the nervous and emotional stress arising out of his unl1appy domestic situation" (218). Like Schneider, he contends
that there is far too great of a dependence by Coleridge
biographers to use opium as a catch-all cause of decline,
and that it was merely a failed cure for a laundry list of
more tangible emotional agents that led to his deterioration. To tl1is extent, Sclmeider argues tl1at those who
describe the drug as a catalyst for the decay of Coleridge
employ" quite a Gothic conception," and that because
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of this "some of the writing about opium has been almost as imaginative as the effects attributed to it" (28) .
Authors writing in this vein seem to almost "resent" the use of opium as some sort of profound "excuse" for Coleridge. Enticed, they feel, by the mystic
history of opium, combined with its place in literary lore
(which is, in no small part, attributed to the success of
DeQuincey's Confessions), Coleridge biographers romanticize its effects and the consequences of a lifetime addiction. The true role of opium and addiction in his life,
then, is as another failed cure, a saddening state upon
which Coleridge falls in his relentless search for relief
·from his other problems. This opinion arises from tl1e
belief that opium's properties are "overrated," and that
an addiction to it will cause only so much, its end far
from the life-controlling demon depicted by their contemporaries. Schneider states that "opium more than
any otl1er cause has been held responsible for the failure
of Coleridge both to fulfill all the promise of his genius
and to win his everyday living by steady labors; a ruined life, however, we now know is not an inevitable
consequence of addiction to opiates. Medical writers
have shown that many addicted persons live entirely
nonnallives for a nom1al life-span" (31). Oaim:ing that
advances in science now prove that opium is tamer tl1ru1
previously thought, she asserts that it was a desire to
classify Coleridge as the enchanting drug-addict that
has led to the exaggerated descriptions of opium'simportance. Rather than approach the subject through
Coleridge spedfically, Schneider generalizes on the historically mistaken identity of opium. It is this identity
that has brought so much claimed relevance to
Coleridge's opium use, and, consequently, to its role in
the disintegration of his life and career.
In assimilating the use of opium to the life of
Coleridge, these authors portray tl1eir d1aracter as increasingly neurotic, this state arising principally .as a
result of his stressful and disappointing life. His failures are the consequence of his tendency for self-degradation and his propensity for experiencing overwhelming guilt. Opium's place, then, is as a failed cure for
these psychological maladies: "Because no physical
palliatives can heal a neurosis, opium merely touched
the symptoms of his trouble" (Yarlott 219) .. Coleridge's
downfall, in effect, was caused by these emotional factors that existed at).d thrived in his psyche, regardless of
tl1e presence of opium in his life. Interestingly, Yarlott,
like Holmes, employs the metaphor of the cycle of despair, of Coleridge's unending guilt ru1d inactivity that
perpetually fed off of each other: "It was a vicious circle:
guilt roducing incapacitating ilh1esses, which interfered
with his work and so produced further anxieties and
guilt" (219). However, it is on the impact of opium
within this circle where the authors differ. Rather than
tl1e cl1ain that held Coleridge to the cycle and dictated
its course, opium was merely an escape from it, and one

that ultimately" proved therefore just as ineffective an
anodyne for emotional stress as did his addiction to
metaphysics in 1801" (Yarlott 219). It was simply a
failed cure, another in a line of detrimental circumstances
in his life- but hardly the constrictive ru1d destructive
force, the backbreaking vice preventing any form of success or happiness. In distancing opium from the" center" of this "Coleridge guilt circle," Yarlott places himself at a certain end of the opium interpretation-spectrum, and the course of his text follows accordingly.
Schneider, too, uses the appealing metaphor of a "vicious circle" (49) while addressing the cause of
Coleridge's ·opium-related nightmares. On the issue of
users and their dreruns, she explains, "They suffer increasing!y from guilt and other emotional conflicts and
in consequence rna y be likely to dream more and more.
But the dreruns would be neurotic dreruns, not opium
ones, the opium being causative, if at all, only in quite
another sense than the traditional one" (50). This shows
the method by which Schneider removes opium from
her perception of the" guilt circle." Opium's only real
function was as a result of stress and guilt - an escape
:into the drerun-world- but the content of the dreams
was based purely on the distressed psyche of their creator: "Very likely, therefore, opium users as a whole
rnay be frequent dreruners because of their original instability" (Schneider 49). Like Yarlott, she peels the impact of opium away from the circle, ru1d in effect farther
away from the heart of Coleridge analysis.
Within this detem1ination - that of the interplay between opium and the reflexive quality of
Coleridge's despair -lay the biographer's ultimate assessment of the Coleridge question. It is telling of the
nature of his biography that there seems to be a repeated
exploitation of the concept of his downward emotional
spiral. The circle itself becomes a symbol of Coleridge
biography, being the consummate representation of his
career and life failures (the unquestionable), while at
the same time forcing the author to address Coleridge's
opium addiction (the debatable), and to decide where in
relation to the circle it falls. The spedfic interpretation
made by each author - their particular placement of
opium within the circle -is parrunount in directing the
path of the text and story. This decision is, perhaps
more than any other, the crucial £actor in the process of
Coleridge biography.
h1 the course of critiquing the different aspects
of interpreting Coleridge's life, I have myself become a
sort of de facto biographer. As such, I find myself involved in my own analysis, and as a result in tl1e
decol1$truction of those that oppose my own. It seems to
me that Holmes' version of Srunuel Taylor Coleridge is
more complete, and more understanding of the emotional
burdens that plagued him. As such, I stand with his
evaluation of opium as more than a failed cure, more
than a mere reflection or result of his psychological
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discord. While there were certainly factors that led to . Holmes has achieved what should be the goal of any
his addiction, the:ir causal and chronological precedence biographer: offering the life of the subject and opening
do not translate into a greater importance in the cause of the door to his inner-world, while offering the reader the
his all-encompassing guilt and failures. In exrunining opportunity to draw certain conclusions on their own.
the progression (regression) of his life, my personal con- He has truly offered his own attempt of"the art of huclusion is that his inability to escape from opium's hold man understanding."
As for my personal opinion concerning
was the single most devastating issue that he dealt with,
ru1d in its absence I feel that he would have reached Coleridge, the extent of my research and reading has led
greater achievement in both his literature and his rela- me to concur with a thought put forth by Bloom: "he
seems to lend himself to myths of failure, which is astionships.
My critique of the alternate view uses tonishing when the totality of his work is contemplated"
Sdmeider' s text, because she engaged herself specifi- (2). All things considered, I feel that Coleridge is forever
cally with the question of opium, finding that it played a unfairly viewed through a jaded eye, one wondering
diminished role in Coleridge's disappointments. I feel what could have been. As for me, I prefer to enjoy and
that this conclusion relies on a distancing from Coleridge appreciate the things that he actually did. For whatever
the person, and falls back on medical knowledge and vices, ailments, or problems ru1 artist has are ultimately
circumventive rhetoric. For example, her assessment and a part of who they are. Their accomplishments and art,
e:\.-planations for the intriguing relationship of opium use and I feel, should be accepted as products of the srune facets
dreams is wholly lacking. Her approach is to disprove the that facilitated any negative aspect of their life. In short,
fact that there is any significant correlation of the two what- Coleridge was who he was, ru1d his effect on literary
soever. In e:-...-planation of the claimed dream e.-..-perience of history is undeniable; whether he is worthy of such extwo ·patients administered opium, she says, "Conceivably, tensive study is up to the individual. But to be certain,
these phenomena might have been caused by the narcotic; Coleridge's life and times are quite profident at evoking
but the physical condition of the patients is more th.:m enough the biographer in us all.
to account for them on the basis of well know medical fact"
(48). Her theory is that anyone who uses opium experiences
what they do on account of their "original instability" (49).
She resorts to extreme characterizations, and casts analmost blind eye to a vast number of other possible subjects. For a piece that attempts to use medical fact, the
very few studies she describes are lacking of any real
scientific merit. h1 seeking to debase a long accepted
facet of using the drug, Schneiderrelies on weakly drawn
conclusions and universal assumptions: "The dreruners' readiness to assume opium as the cause ... illustrates
the strength in the popular mind of the DeQu:incey tradition ... But mru1 is a highly suggestible animal" (48) ..
Here she is already assuming the truth of her opinion,
and finding fault in years of experience based on the
unscientific proof of her ideas. In describing the opiumdreruns, DeQuincey says, "I seemed every night to descend- not metaphorically, but literally to descend- into
chasms and sunless abysses, depths below depths, from
which it seemed hopeless that I could ever re-ascend.
Nor did I, by waking, feel that I had re-ascended" (206).
Descriptions such as these, so similar in nature to
Coleridge's in his No.tebooks, are much more than the
creative mind of a neurotic, as Schneider argues. Her
statements are uninformed for the degree to which they
declaim extensive accounts, and this casts serious doubt
on the rest of her analyses of Coleridg. ·
Without doubt, I feel that Holmes' two-volume
story holds the most merit: in his preface, he says, "I
have attempted to recapture his fascination as a man
and a writer ru1d above all to make him live, move, talk,
.and 'have his being'" (xv). In pursuing this approach,
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